
ROTARY EXPLAINED 

The first Rotary Club was formed in Chicago in 1905 by Paul Harris, when he invited other 

businessmen to join him for lunch as a way of getting to meet people. 

The second Rotary Club to be formed was in 1908 in San Francisco.  No one seems to know why the 

second club sprang up such a long way away from the first but soon clubs were being formed in 

other parts of USA.  By 1910, there were 16 clubs, so it was decided to unite under the name of The 

National Association of Rotary Clubs which was based in Chicago, where the first Rotary Convention 

was held in August of that year. 

The first club to be formed outside USA was in 1910 in Winnipeg, Canada and in 1911 clubs were 

formed in Dublin, London, Manchester, Belfast, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Liverpool and Birmingham.  The 

name of the governing body was changed to The International Association of Rotary Clubs, RC 

Cardiff was formed in 1917 and RC Llanelli in 1918.  

With the start of the First World War in 1914, transatlantic communications were restricted, so 

Rotary gave countries the opportunity to set up their own administrative bodies, to enable new 

clubs to be formed during the war.  Rotary in the British Isles applied to set up its own administrative 

body, which was granted and known as the British Association of Rotary Clubs (BARC)  At the end of 

the war, Rotary’s offer to allow countries to set up these administrative bodies was withdrawn.  The 

British Isles had been the only area to have applied so BARC was allowed to continue and remains 

the only part of RI that is self-administered, much to the envy of Rotarians throughout the world.    

At that time, the Republic of Ireland did not exist, but when it was formed, Rotary Clubs in the 

Republic decided to remain part of Rotary in Britain.  The names, Rotary International (RI) and 

Rotary International in Britain and Ireland were adopted in 1922. 

The Rotary Foundation (TRF) was the idea of Arch Klumph, who suggested, at the Rotary Convention 

of 1917 in Atlanta, that Rotary should have an Endowment Fund, for the purpose of “Doing Good in 

the World”.  The following year at the convention in Kansas City, it was agreed that any funds left 

over after paying the expenses of the convention, would be used to start the Endowment Fund.  The 

surplus was $26.50, which was the first donation to the Fund.  The title “The Rotary Foundation” was 

not adopted until 1928. 

Rotary International (RI). 

The administrative headquarters of RI is in Evanston, a suburb of Chicago and there are some smaller 

offices around the world.  Rotary is administered by a Board of Directors, representing Rotary Clubs 

worldwide; there is a President, who serves for one year and a treasurer who serves for five years.  

These are Rotarians who are appointed by a committee.  RI has a full time permanent secretary, who 

is a Rotarian and is paid a salary, but all other posts are voluntary, having their travelling and other 

costs reimbursed. 

For administrative purposes, Rotary is divided into 34 Zones and each zone is divided into a number 

of Districts.  Some Districts are very small geographically, others are huge, for example, District 2450 

covers Armenia, Bahrain, Cyprus, Egypt, Georgia, Jordan, Lebanon, Sudan and the United Arab 

Emirates, 9 countries, 131 clubs with 4327 Rotarians.  Each District has a District Governor (DG) who 

serves for one year. 



Every five years, a Council of Legislation (COL) is held in Chicago and one representative from every 

District attends the COL.  Rotary Clubs worldwide can put forward resolutions, which are debated 

and voted upon.  Those resolutions that are approved are circulated to all clubs who then have the 

opportunity to make comments.  These comments are considered and the final list of approved 

resolutions is put into force quite quickly. Resolutions can be to do with any aspect of Rotary, for 

example RC Cardiff successfully submitted a resolution to allow Satellite Clubs to be formed. 

Rotary International is not particularly democratic.  The only truly democratic part of RI is the 

Council of Legislation, which has the power to change the rules.   All posts within RI are selected by 

an appointments committee; none of the officers are elected.  In very many Districts, the District 

Governor is not elected, but is appointed by a committee of Past District Governors.  In these 

Districts, the District Governor is free to appoint their own district team. 

Every Rotary Club is an autonomous unit within RI.  The Council of Legislation decides on the number 

of meetings to be held each year, the attendance rule for individual Rotarians, the rules on 

classification and many other topics.   However, many clubs are not applying these rules and it 

appears that RI is “turning a blind eye”.  As long as clubs pay their annual subscriptions and do not 

draw attention to the fact that they are not applying these rules, it seems that RI will not interfere. 

 

Rotary International in Britain and Ireland (RIBI). 

The position in RIBI is very different to the rest of the world.  RIBI has a full time salaried secretary, 

but the President and Treasurer are elected by a ballot of clubs.  The RI Board of Directors has one 

Director representing RIBI, who is elected by a ballot of clubs.  RIBI has a number of committees 

which act as support for the Districts.  In RIBI many of the decisions are made by the General 

Council, which consists of the District Governors of the 29 Districts in RIBI. 

 

Districts. 

In RIBI, District Governors, Assistant Governors, District Service Committee Chairs, the District 

Secretary and Treasurer are all elected by a ballot of the clubs, however in recent years it has 

become more difficult to get people to stand for these offices and many are elected unopposed. 

The leader of each District is the District Governor (DG).  The DG chairs the District Conference, 

District Council Meetings and District Executive Meetings.  The DG is expected to pay an official visit 

to every club in the District and often attends social events.  The DG is assisted by Assistant 

Governors (AG’s) each of whom are responsible for an Area within the District.    AG’s have close 

contact with the clubs in their area, acting as a liaison between the DG and the clubs and 

representing the DG at events that he or she cannot attend.  Each service committee (Membership, 

Community, International, Foundation, Youth, Vocational and Communications) is headed by a 

District Chair, the service committees consist of members appointed to look after the various 

responsibilities within that committee. 



The DG is elected for one year only, Assistant Governors and Committee Chairs are elected for three 

years and the District Secretary and Treasurer are elected for five years.  Members of the various 

committees are appointed by the DG, in consultation with the committee chair. 

The person who will succeed the DG is known as the District Governor Elect (DGE), the person who 

will succeed the DGE is known as the District Governor Nominee (DGN) and the person who will 

succeed the DGN is known as the District Governor Nominee Nominee (DGNN). 

Glossary of Terms. 

DG  District Governor 

IPDG  Immediate Past District Governor 

DGE  District Governor Elect 

DGN  District Governor Nominee 

DGNN  District Governor Nominee Nominee 

PDG  Past District Governor 

AG  Assistant Governor 

DRFC  District Rotary Foundation Chair 

DISC  District International Service Chair 

Youth Servicing committee dealing with young people, previously known as  

Youth Opportunities or New Generation 

Com/Voc The name given to Community Service and Vocational Service before these were 

  divided into two separate committees. 

Rotaract  These are clubs for younger people, aged 18 to 30 

Interact  14 to 18 

Rotakids.   And below 14. 
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